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Abstract
Introduction
In recent years, a number of international
studies have been conducted with the aim
of identifying risk factors for criminal
offences by comparing the prevalence of
criminal acts in different countries and in
different social contexts (Enzmann et al.
2010). These studies facilitate among other
things an assessment of different preven-
tion strategies (Enzmann et al. 2010;
Peltonen et al. 2010). Two different types
of data have usually been used to compare
countries on crime-related situations. First,
international organizations, such as Inter-
pol or the United Nations, provide official
records on crime statistics. Second, there is
some international survey data available
(Enzmann et al. 2010).
Comparing criminal acts between
countries is in general very challenging
because legislation and the definitions of
violence differ between countries. Efforts
International comparative ana-
lyses enable the identification of
specific, national criminal pro-
blems and the assessment of the
effects of national prevention
strategies. We compare the preva-
lence and a number of back-
ground factors of adolescents’
experiences of parental violence
between Denmark and Finland
based on school surveys con-
ducted among ninth-grade stu-
dents in 2008: these were The
Danish Youth Health Survey with
3,943 respondents and The Fin-
nish Child Victim Survey with
5,762 respondents. Experiences
of parental violence include being
exposed to maternal or paternal
violence or being witness to
violence against the mother or
father at home. Overall, the
prevalence of adolescents’ experi-
ences of parental psychological
aggression and physical violence
is relatively similar in Denmark
and Finland. However, marked
gender differences exist. Finnish
girls more frequently report
experiences of psychological
aggression and physical violence
than Danish girls, whereas Dan-
ish boys more frequently report
experiences of psychological
aggression than Finnish boys.
Having witnessed physical vio-
lence against the mother or father
and having been exposed to
parental violence are both more
frequently reported by Finnish
than Danish youth. In both
countries, experiencing parental
violence is more correlated to a
number of family-associated fac-
tors, such as inter-parental fight-
ing, little confidentiality between
the youth and parents, and poor
supervision of the youth, than to
traditional socio-economic fac-
tors. The study article provides
evidence on the context-related
nature of violence experiences.
KEY WORDS: Cross-country com-
parison, Cross-country, Denmark,
Finland, Intra-familiar violence,
Risk factors, Youth survey
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to conduct comparative analyses between
all kinds of countries are still important
from a crime prevention point of view.
Also, comparing very similar countries has
been shown to be important in the light of
revealing more detailed country-specific
knowledge (Kivivuori 2007). In this article
we will compare criminal acts between
two very similar countries, Finland and
Denmark. The Nordic countries offer an
interesting comparative setting because of
the contextual similarities. In the Nordic
countries violence is consistently defined
and legislated against, which makes it an
easy area for comparison. Similarities are
also to be found in the general social
structure and special criminal justice
culture. There is also empirical evidence
on how comparisons of criminal acts
between the Nordic countries provide
important knowledge and are therefore
seen to be important (Kivivuori 2007).
Some previous comparative analyses
between Denmark and Finland involving
violent acts already exist. Since the early
1980s, both countries have regularly
conducted nationwide surveys to describe
the prevalence and character of adults’
exposure to different forms of physical
violence and threats of violence (Balvig and
Kyvsgaard 2006; Siren et al. 2007; van
Dijk et al. 2007; To¨yra¨ and Wigerholt
2008). Comparative analyses based on
these data between Denmark and Finland
have pointed to differences in contextual
risk factors for victimization (EU ICS
Working Paper 2007; van Dijk et al.
2007). Among adolescents, however,
comparative analyses are rarer. There is a
comparative analysis between all Nordic
countries concerning adolescents’ delin-
quent behaviour (Kivivuori 2007) and
an EU-wide comparative analysis on
adolescents’ risk of victimization outside
the home (Enzmann et al. 2010), but
comparative knowledge about the poten-
tial differences in adolescents’ violence
experiences at home does not exist.
In this article we will compare adoles-
cents’ violence experiences at home
between Denmark and Finland. We report
the prevalence of adolescents’ experiences
of parental violence at home and analyse
correlations between violence exposure
and witnessing inter-parental violence to a
number of psycho-social factors based on
self-report survey data collected in Den-
mark in 2009 and in Finland in 2008. By
providing this descriptive basic knowledge
from both countries our purpose is to seek
national specific differences in these
phenomena, which can be used in further
research and policy-making.
Previous research on adolescents’ violence
experiences at home in Denmark and
Finland
In Finland, the first survey focusing only on
adolescents’ victimization was conducted
in 1988 by Sariola (1990). It included
questions about both sexual abuse and
physical violence. The data were collected
among a representative sample of school
classes in Finland and included 7,349
ninth-grade (15–16-year-old) respondents
(Sariola 1990). Questions about violence
exposure at home were modified from the
Conflict Tactics Scale by Straus (1979). The
survey showed that 72% of the pupils had
sometimes experienced milder forms of
physical violence and 8% had experienced
severe violence. During the past 12 months,
47% of adolescents had experienced verbal
aggression, 19% had been exposed to mild
physical violence such as slapping or
pushing, and 5% reported an experience
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of severe physical violence (Sariola 1990;
Sariola and Uutela 1992).
In Denmark, a nationwide youth survey
about sexual abuse and violence was
conducted in 2002 among a national
representative sample of 6,203 ninth-
graders (15–16 years old). It was inspired
by the Finnish 1988 survey and a
New Zealand youth survey in 2000
(Watson et al. 2001). The Danish survey
used computer-assisted self-interviewing in
school classes by audio-visual means
(Audio-CASI) that improved the pupils’
understanding of the questions and their
interest in participating (Helweg-Larsen
and Larsen 2002; Helweg-Larsen et al.
2004; Frederiksen et al. 2008). Danish boys
reported more experiences of physical
violence (12%) compared to girls (9%).
On average 80% of boys’ violence experi-
ences were outside the family, whereas girls
reported that 60% of their violence experi-
ences had occurred inside the family. About
10% of all pupils had been hit, shaken, or
pulled by the hair during conflicts with their
parents, and about 5% had been threatened
by more severe physical violence (Helweg-
Larsen and Larsen 2002).
In these 1988 and 2002 studies the
Finnish and Danish adolescents reported
quite numerous violence experiences at
home. These results were challenging from
a policy point of view, given that violence
against children was forbidden by law in
both countries at the time of the surveys.
Corporal punishment of children has been
forbidden by law in Finland since 1984 and
in Denmark since 1997. Also, the attitudes
towards corporal punishment are challen-
ging. In 2010 UNICEF conducted a Nordic
survey about children’s rights to partici-
pate, which included a question about
children’s attitudes towards corporal
punishment. The data were collected in
2009 and 2010 from 5,775 12–16-year-old
children in all Nordic countries. According
to these data, almost every third of the
Finnish child respondents were of the
opinion that physical punishment is accep-
table to some extent. In the other Nordic
countries the corresponding percentage is
approximately ten. Danish and Norwegian
respondents express the most negative
attitude towards permitting physical pun-
ishment as a tool for parents (UNICEF
2010).
In 2006, the Nordic Council of Ministers
financially supported an initiative by the
Nordic national crime prevention councils
and the Scandinavian Research Council of
Criminology that aimed to encourage
transnational comparisons on violence by
a joint Nordic project: ‘Violence and its
reduction in the Nordic countries’. The
purpose of the project was to promote
crime-preventive/crime-reducing actions in
the Nordic countries. One aim of the
project was to create a set of jointly agreed
measures of violence against children by
the creation of a joint framework for
Nordic youth surveys of the children’s
violence and abuse experiences (Helweg-
Larsen 2009; Helweg-Larsen 2009: 540), a
joint framework meant to illuminate the
prevalence and character of children’s
violence experiences in the individual
Nordic countries and to conduct cross-
country comparisons and thereby assess
national specific features. The questions
previously used in the 1988 Finnish survey
and the Danish 2002 survey were
implemented in the frame of the joint
Nordic questionnaire in order to enable
trend analyses of Finnish and Danish
trends over the years (see Sariola and
Ellonen 2008).
ELLONEN ET AL: ADOLESCENTS’ EXPERIENCES OF PARENTAL VIOLENCE
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New data sets were, thus, collected in
both countries in 2008, and national
reports were published in 2008 (Ellonen
et al.) and 2009 (Helweg-Larsen et al.). In
this article we will use the opportunity
to compare these data on adolescents’
violence experiences collected by uniform
nationwide surveys conducted among
ninth-grade students in Finland and
Denmark in 2008 based on the Nordic
framework for self-administered question-
naires (Helweg-Larsen 2009). The focus in
this article is on adolescents’ violence
experiences at home. We report the
prevalence of adolescents’ experiences of
parental violence at home and analyse
correlations between violence exposure
and the witnessing of inter-parental vio-
lence to a number of psycho-social factors
in these two countries. By comparing the
prevalence between Denmark and Finland
our aim is to identify possible national
differences in those factors. Experience of
parental violence is defined as exposure to
physical violence by the mother or father
and/or being witness to physical violence
against the mother or father at home.
The article focuses, thus, on descriptive
results and does not proceed to expla-
nations. Speculative interpretations are
offered, but these should be seen more as
suggestions for further research. No
detailed hypothesis is presented because
of the descriptive nature of the analysis and
because the earlier research does not
support any specific hypothesis. Earlier
national surveys, in 1988 and 2002, should
not be seen as comparable because of the
14-year time gap. A recent comparative
analysis between Denmark and Finland
concerning adolescents’ victimization
suggests higher victimization rates in
Denmark than in Finland, but the focus
in that study is on theft and assault, not
violence at home (Enzmann et al. 2010).
Incidents are also systematically disag-
gregated by gender. Both national reports
suggested major gender differences in
different types of victimization (Ellonen
et al. 2008; Helweg-Larsen et al. 2009).
In this article we want to see whether there
are significant differences, on the one
hand, between Danish girls/boys and
Finnish girls/boys and, on the other
hand, to see whether the within-country
gender-based differences are similar in
Denmark and in Finland. Gender-based
comparisons are also analysed as descrip-
tive results. Explanations for these poss-
ible differences should be analysed in
further research.
Data and methods
This study is based on The Finnish Child
Victim Survey (2008) and The Danish
Youth Health Survey (2008). These surveys
covered a wide variety of violence perpe-
trated against children, especially violence
at home and sexual abuse. The Finnish
data also included a large number of
questions about traditional street violence,
peer violence, and internet-related harass-
ment. Data were collected in both
countries in 2008, and the questionnaires
included similar questions about witnes-
sing and being exposed to physical violence
at home. The merged data consist of a
representative sample of ninth-grade pupils
in Finland (n ¼ 5,762) and Denmark
(n ¼ 3,943).
In Finland, the survey was conducted by
the Police College of Finland and in
Denmark by the National Institute of
Public Health, University of Southern
Denmark. In both countries the surveys
were based on computer-assisted methods.
ELLONEN ET AL: ADOLESCENTS’ EXPERIENCES OF PARENTAL VIOLENCE
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In Denmark multimedia computer-based
self-administered interviews on lap-tops
were used, and in Finland the survey was
organized via web pages on the internet.
Adolescents answered the questionnaire
during school hours. The Finnish adoles-
cents accessed the questionnaire via a web
site which included information about the
project as well as about violence in general.
The survey was administered by teachers
in the schools who were all properly
instructed by the research team. The
Danish survey was conducted in the school
classroom where trained interviewers
introduced the survey method, and they
remained in the classroom while the
students completed the questionnaire on
individual lap-tops.
The Finnish sampling was made as a
stratified cluster sample based on county, the
qualityof the municipality, and the sizeof the
school. The original sampling included 184
schools with adolescents in the ninth grade,
and of those 161 schools participated (88%)
and a total of 5,807 respondents. The exact
response rate unfortunately cannot be pre-
sented, because the variable needed to
calculate this (namely the school ID)
vanished during the data collection. How-
ever, the representative nature of the final
data was checked by comparing basic socio-
economic factors with other representative
studies (see more in Ellonen et al. 2008). Of
the total number of respondents, 45 were
excluded due to lack of consistency in the
answers. In the Danish data a nationally
representative sample of 342 schools that
also were selected for the 2002 school
survey were contacted in the first place. Of
those, 122 schools participated (35%).
Non-participation was due to the school
having no ninth-grade pupils (10%),
being too occupied to participate (35%),
and to no response (30%). There were 5,013
ninth-graders in those schools, 4,093 (82%)
of whom were present at the time of the
survey, and all participated in the survey.
Due to lack of consistency in someof the data
sets, some responses were excluded from
the data (see more in Helweg-Larsen et al.
2009).
The Finnish data used here are a
representative sample of mainland Fin-
land and its Finnish and Swedish-speaking
ninth-graders. The Danish data are a
national representative sample of Danish
ninth-grade pupils in the mandatory
school system. The final Finnish sample
consisted of 2,856 girls and 2,906 boys,
and the final Danish data had 1,999 girls
and 1,944 boys.
Measures
Both data sets include lifetime prevalence
and the 1-year prevalence about being
exposed to a target of parental violence.
Data on witnessing inter-parental violence
only include the 1-year prevalence. In this
article we will analyse only the 1-year
prevalence from both being exposed to
parental violence and witnessing parental
violence. Parental violence was similarly
measured by Finnish and Danish versions of
the Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS) created by
Straus (1979). The scale consists of 14 items
starting with parental aggressive verbaliza-
tion towards the child and increasing to
severe violent physical acts towards the
child. Participants responded by indicating
whether they had experienced such acts
(1 ¼ yes) or not (0 ¼ no) during their whole
lifetime and during the previous 12 months.
Every question referred to a specific act or
behaviour so that misinterpreting would be
minimal. These 14 items created three
summed variables according to the
ELLONEN ET AL: ADOLESCENTS’ EXPERIENCES OF PARENTAL VIOLENCE
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original CTS measure.1 Psychological
aggression included sulking or refusing to
talk, insulting, taunting or swearing at,
throwing, hitting, or kicking objects but not
hitting the child, and threatening the child
with violence. Mild physical violence con-
sisted of acts traditionally seen as forms of
corporal punishment: hair pulling, slap-
ping, whipping, smacking. Severe violence
consisted of hitting with a fist, hitting with
an object, kicking, threatening with a knife
or gun, and using a knife or gun. The child
was asked separately about being victi-
mized by the mother or father. In the
analyses the prevalence of both the different
forms of violence and summed variables are
presented.
Witnessing violence towards the mother
or father was asked in a similar way.
Participants responded by indicating
whether they had seen or heard specific
acts (1 ¼ yes) or not (0 ¼ no) during the
previous 12 months directed against their
mother or father (separate questions) in
their home. The acts in the questions were
quite similar to the questions in which the
respondents’ own experiences were asked
about. Psychological aggression included
acts like name calling, taunting, or insult-
ing, and threatening with violence. Mild
physical violence indicated pushing,
shaking roughly, hair pulling, slapping, or
smacking, and severe physical violence
indicated hitting with a fist, hitting with an
object, attacking with a knife, and threaten-
ing with a gun.
Background factors were collected in
both surveys by a variety of questions.
Variables are included in the present
analyses that previously have been shown
to be significantly related to risk of
violence experiences (Lauritsen et al.
1991, 1992; Finkelhor 1993, 1994; Miethe
and Meier 1994; Finkelhor and Asdigian
1996; White et al. 2003; Swahn et al. 2008;
Ellonen and Salmi 2011). Associations
between different socio-economic factors
and violence at home were found in the
Finnish 1988 study (Sariola 1990) and in
the Danish survey of 2002 (Frederiksen
et al. 2008; Helweg-Larsen et al. 2009).
Variables that further describe the family
such as alcohol consumption and social
control/surveillance of the adolescents are
included in the analyses. This is in
accordance with the results of crimino-
logical research that point to the import-
ance of such factors in regard to violence at
home (Finkelhor and Asdigian 1996;
Ellonen and Salmi 2011). The wordings
of the questions, the variables, and
possible new categorizations are presented
in Table 1. The variables included in the
analyses were measured in a similar way in
the Finnish and Danish surveys. The only
exception concerns questions about alco-
hol use in the family, which were asked in
different ways (Appendix 1). Original
questionnaires are also available: the
Danish questionnaire in Danish (Helweg-
Larsen et al. 2009) and the Finnish
questionnaire in Finnish and in Swedish
(Police College of Finland 2011).
First the prevalence of being exposed
to parental violence is presented for both
countries. Second, the prevalence of
witnessing parental violence is presented
according to the country. Third, the context
of being a target of parental violence is
explored and compared between the two
countries. A previous Finnish study showed
that violence occurs more frequently in
1 CTS is a widely used measure but is also criticized from
many perspectives. See more about the criticism, for
example in Johnson and Sacco 1995.
ELLONEN ET AL: ADOLESCENTS’ EXPERIENCES OF PARENTAL VIOLENCE
Journal of Scandinavian Studies in Criminology and Crime Prevention178
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
et 
Kg
l B
ibl
 N
atl
 bi
bl 
og
 K
bh
 U
niv
 bi
bl]
 at
 23
:54
 07
 N
ov
em
be
r 2
01
1 
T
a
b
le
1
.
A
d
o
le
sc
en
ts
’
ex
p
er
ie
n
ce
s
o
f
p
sy
ch
o
lo
gi
ca
l
ag
gr
es
si
o
n
an
d
p
h
ys
ic
al
vi
o
le
n
ce
b
y
th
e
m
o
th
er
ac
co
rd
in
g
to
ge
n
d
er
an
d
co
u
n
tr
y,
%
D
en
m
a
rk
F
in
la
n
d
S
ig
.
b
et
w
ee
n
D
en
m
a
rk
a
n
d
F
in
la
n
d
G
ir
ls
B
o
y
s
T
o
ta
l
S
ig
.
b
et
w
ee
n
g
ir
ls
a
n
d
b
o
y
s
G
ir
ls
B
o
y
s
T
o
ta
l
S
ig
.
b
et
w
ee
n
g
ir
ls
a
n
d
b
o
y
s
G
ir
ls
B
o
y
s
T
o
ta
l
S
u
lk
ed
o
r
re
fu
se
d
to
ta
lk
3
2
2
7
2
8
*
*
*
2
6
1
2
1
9
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
In
su
lt
ed
,
ta
u
n
te
d
,
sw
o
rn
a
t
2
0
1
1
1
5
*
*
*
3
1
1
3
2
2
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
T
h
re
w
,
h
it
,
o
r
k
ic
k
ed
o
b
je
ct
s
3
3
3
n
s
1
3
5
9
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
T
h
re
a
te
n
ed
w
it
h
v
io
le
n
ce
2
1
1
*
3
1
2
*
*
*
*
*
*
n
s
*
*
*
P
u
sh
ed
,
sh
o
v
ed
,
sh
a
k
en
3
1
2
*
*
*
5
1
3
*
*
*
*
*
n
s
*
P
u
ll
ed
h
a
ir
1
1
1
n
s
5
2
3
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
S
m
a
ck
ed
3
2
2
*
*
4
1
2
*
*
*
n
s
*
*
n
s
W
h
ip
p
ed
1
1
1
n
s
1
,
1
1
n
s
n
s
n
s
n
s
B
a
tt
er
y
1
1
1
n
s
1
,
1
1
n
s
n
s
n
s
n
s
H
it
w
it
h
fi
st
1
1
1
n
s
1
,
1
1
*
n
s
n
s
n
s
H
it
w
it
h
o
b
je
ct
,
1
1
1
n
s
,
1
,
1
,
1
n
s
n
s
n
s
n
s
K
ic
k
ed
,
1
1
,
1
n
s
,
1
,
1
,
1
n
s
n
s
n
s
n
s
T
h
re
a
te
n
ed
w
it
h
k
n
if
e
o
r
g
u
n
,
1
,
1
,
1
n
s
,
1
,
1
,
1
n
s
n
s
n
s
n
s
U
se
d
k
n
if
e
o
r
g
u
n
,
1
1
,
1
*
*
,
1
,
1
,
1
n
s
n
s
n
s
n
s
n
1
,9
4
4
1
,9
9
9
3
,9
4
3
2
,8
5
6
2
,9
0
6
5
,7
6
2
4
,8
0
0
4
,9
0
5
ELLONEN ET AL: ADOLESCENTS’ EXPERIENCES OF PARENTAL VIOLENCE
Journal of Scandinavian Studies in Criminology and Crime Prevention 179
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
et 
Kg
l B
ibl
 N
atl
 bi
bl 
og
 K
bh
 U
niv
 bi
bl]
 at
 23
:54
 07
 N
ov
em
be
r 2
01
1 
non-nuclear families and is associated
with parental unemployment and short
parental education (Sariola 1990; Sariola
and Uutela 1992). These factors are
included in the present analyses to assess
whether these factors are still associated
with adolescents’ risk of exposure to
violence at home and whether there are
similar associations in both countries. The
contextual analysis of violence might reveal
potential national specific risk factors for
violence.
The prevalence of adolescents’ experi-
ences of violence is presented purely as
frequencies of experiences during the past
year. Correlations between being exposed
to parental violence and witnessing vio-
lence towards the mother or father are
analysed with cross-tabulations. Associ-
ations between exposure to parental
violence and background characteristics
are analysed by logistic regression analysis
and done as an enter model. A logistic
model is used because violence experi-
ences as an explanatory variable are not
normally distributed. Logistic regression
is made separately on the Finnish and
Danish data and reported with odds ratios
and significance levels. Odds ratios can be
read as an indicator of increased or
decreased risk of violence experiences.
We do not, however, try to explain
violence experiences by these factors by
drawing causal conclusions between the
factors. The purpose of this analysis is
descriptive. Many of the analysed charac-
teristics can also be seen as a result of
experiencing parental violence. In other
words the influence is probably more or
less dual, and in order to establish any
final causal conclusions we would need
longitudinal data. We will, however, show
that some characteristics are associated
with experiences of violence at home,
which could be seen as risk factors or
indicators of the risk of violence.
Results
Exposure to parental violence
In Table 1, the prevalence of acts of
psychological aggression or physical vio-
lence by the mother is presented. In
Denmark the adolescents significantly
more often report that in cases of conflicts
their mothers sulk or refuse to talk,
whereas Finnish adolescents more often
report that their mothers throw, hit, or kick
objects, or insult them or threaten them
with violence. In Denmark 1%–2% report
different forms of milder physical violence
compared to 2%–3% in Finland. Finnish
adolescents report significantly more hair
pulling by their mothers than Danish
adolescents. Adolescents’ experiences of
more severe violent acts by their mother do
not vary significantly between Denmark
and Finland.
More differences are seen when Danish
girls are compared with Finnish girls and
Danish boys with Finnish boys. Finnish
girls report significantly more experiences
of insulting, taunting, or being sworn at by
their mother and their mother’s throwing,
hitting or kicking objects, hair pulling and
smacking than Danish girls. However,
Danish girls report sulking or refusing to
talk significantly more than Finnish girls,
and similarly Danish boys report more
often than Finnish boys that their mothers
sulk or refuse to talk in cases of conflicts.
Analysing gender differences within a
country, the results suggest that in both
countries a higher proportion of girls than
boys seem to have experienced almost all of
the different acts asked in the question-
naire. The difference is especially clear
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in reporting sulking, refusing to talk,
insulting, taunting, and being sworn at as
forms of psychological aggression by their
mother. In Finland the differences between
girls and boys are especially notable
concerning milder forms of physical vio-
lence; 1% of Finnish boys have been
pushed, pulled or shaken compared to
5% of Finnish girls.
In Table 2 the occurrences of acts of
psychological aggression or physical vio-
lence perpetrated by the father are pre-
sented. The results are quite similar to the
results of violence perpetrated by the
mother. In Denmark the adolescents signifi-
cantly more often report that, in cases of
conflict, their fathers sulk or refuse to talk,
whereas Finnish adolescents more often
report that their fathers throw, hit, or kick
objects or threaten them with violence. In
Denmark 1%–2% report different forms of
milder physical violence compared to 2%–
3% in Finland, and Finnish adolescents
report significantly more hair pulling by
their mothers than Danish adolescents.
When Danish girls are compared with
Finnish girls, Finnish girls report signifi-
cantly more experiences of insulting,
taunting, or being sworn at by their fathers
and their fathers throwing, hitting, or
kicking objects, hair pulling and threaten-
ing them with violence than Danish girls.
Danish girls report their fathers sulking or
refusing to talk significantly more than
Finnish girls. Danish boys report more
often that their fathers sulk or refuse to talk
to, or insult them, taunt them, or swear in
cases of conflict than Finnish boys. Finnish
boys report experiences of hair pulling by
their fathers significantly more often than
Danish boys as well as fathers throwing,
hitting, or kicking objects in a case of
conflict.
Again the gender-based difference within
a country is clearer in Finland than in
Denmark. In both countries girls report all
types of psychological aggression by their
father more than boys, but in Finland the
difference is pronounced. Girls in Finland
also experience pushing, shoving, and
shaking, hair pulling, smacking, and
battering more often by their fathers
than boys. In Denmark girls report more
pushing, shoving, and shaking as well as
smacking more by their fathers than boys.
In Table 3 the results are summed into
three different variables: psychological
aggression, mild physical violence, and
severe physical violence according to the
original CTS. In addition, we have exam-
ined our observations more closely from
the perspective of gender, and the preva-
lence of violence is presented separately
perpetrated by the mother and father.
It appears that mothers in both countries
use psychological aggression more often
than fathers. However, the child’s gender
affects the findings in different ways in
Denmark and Finland. Most psychological
aggression was experienced by Finnish girls
from their mother, and least by Finnish
boys from their father. In Finland mothers
also use mild physical violence more than
fathers, and girls in particular report
experiences of mild physical violence by
their mother. Danish adolescents, on the
other hand, more often report severe
physical violence by their mothers than
Finnish adolescents.
Risk of experiencing violence at home
Earlier research has suggested that violence
occurs more frequently in families present-
ing other structures than a traditional
nuclear family and in families with low
socio-economic status (Sariola 1990;
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Sariola and Uutela 1992; Daly and Wilson
1996). In the following, the associations
between the adolescents’ experiences of
maternal and paternal psychological
aggression and mild physical violence are
examined with some specific background
factors, separately for Denmark and for
Finland. First, we determine whether these
characteristics are associated with violence
experiences at home. Second, we ascertain
whether there are cross-country differences
in these associations. As stated earlier, the
variables of background characteristics are
similar in both countries’ data except for
the question about alcohol use in the
family, which is different but nevertheless
used in this analysis. The connections
between background factors and experi-
ences of severe physical violence unfortu-
nately cannot be explored due to a limited
prevalence of severe violence experiences.
If experiences of severe physical violence
are combined with experiences of mild
physical violence, the results are, however,
exactly similar to the results presented in
the following analysis that only include
experiences of mild physical violence.
Table 4 presents the results of regression
analyses based on the Danish data. Girls
have a higher risk of experiencing psycho-
logical aggression or violence than boys.
Living in a non-nuclear family increases the
risk of experiencing mild physical violence
by the mothers but decreases the risk of
experiencing all kinds of paternal aggres-
sion and violence. The family’s ethnic
background, unemployment, or the family’s
financial situation, evaluated by the young
respondents, presents no significant change
in the risk of any kind of violence.
Parental alcohol abuse increases all kinds
of violence against Danish ninth-graders.
Parental fighting also seems to increase
potential aggressive or violent behaviour
towards the offspring. Dining together with
the family and parents’ knowing with
whom the respondent is spending his/her
free time, as proxy variables of parental
social control, are related to a decreased
risk of violence experiences. The most
evident association can be seen between
the confidential nature of respondents’
relationships with their parents and vio-
lence experiences; those who do not have a
confidential relationship with their parents
are also more likely to experience violence
and aggression from their parents.
In Table 5 the results of similar regression
analyses on the Finnish data are presented,
and they are quite similar to those in the
Danish data. Girls have a greater risk of
experiencing maternal aggression or vio-
lence and psychological aggression from
their father. Living in non-nuclear family
settings presents no increased risk of
maternal violence. It does, however,
decrease the risk of paternal aggression or
violence in Finland, too. This may be due
to the fact that the second most common
family structure after nuclear families is
single-mother families. Paternal unemploy-
ment increases the risk of violence in
Finnish families, whereas maternal unem-
ployment has no such influence. The
family’s financial situation is not associated
with the risk of experiencing parental
violence.
In these Finnish data, too, variables
concerning a lack of parental social control
and witnessing inter-parental violence are
related to an increased risk of violence
experiences at home. Parental alcohol
abuse, however, is not related to any
physical violence, only to paternal psycho-
logical aggression. These results differ from
the Danish results, which may be due to
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Table 4. Logistic regression analysis of Danish adolescents’ experiences of psychological
aggression or mild physical violence by mother or father during past 12 months,
OR.
Perpetrated by the mother Perpetrated by the father
psychological
aggression
Mild physical
violence
psychological
aggression
Mild physical
violence
Gender
Boy 1 1 1 1
Girl 1.4 2.2 1.3 1.6
Family structure
Nuclear family 1 1 1 1
Other family structure ns 1.7 0.6 0.5
Family ethnicity
Both born in Denmark 1 1 1 1
At least one born abroad 0.8 ns ns ns
Employment of father or mother
Other situation 1 1 1 1
Unemployed ns ns ns ns
Family’s economic situation
Good 1 1 1 1
Not good but not bad ns ns ns ns
Bad ns ns ns ns
Parental alcohol abuse
No 1 1 1 1
Yes 1.4 1.5 1.4 1.6
Heard or seen parents quarelling
Never 1 1 1 1
Daily 2.6 4.0 3.2 4.8
Weekly 2.3 3.7 2.3 2.3
Monthly 1.9 2.4 1.9 2.2
Dining together with the family
Weekly 1 1 1 1
Monthly ns ns ns 2.6
Very seldom ns ns ns 1.8
Parents know with whom spending free-time
Always 1 1 1 1
Sometimes 1.7 1.6 1.4 1.8
Almost never ns ns ns 2.8
Confidentiality towards mother or father
Good 1 1 1 1
Bad 1.7 3.0 1.7 3.3
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Table 5. Logistic regression analysis of Finnish adolescents’ experiences of psychological
aggression or mild physical violence bymother or father during past 12months, OR.
Perpetrated by the mother Perpetrated by the father
psychological
aggression
Mild physical
violence
psychological
aggression
Mild physical
violence
Gender
Boy 1 1 1 1
Girl 2.7 2.7 2.5 ns
Family structure
Nuclear family 1 1 1 1
Other family structure ns ns 0.5 0.6
Family ethnicity
Both born in Finland 1 1 1 1
At least one born abroad ns 2.4 ns 2.1
Employment of father or mother
Other situation 1 1 1 1
Unemployed ns ns ns 2.6
Family’s economic situation
Good 1 1 1 1
Not good but not bad 1.5 ns 1.3 ns
Bad ns ns ns ns
Seen parents drunk
Never 1 1 1 1
Few times per year ns ns 1.2 ns
Monthly ns ns 1.4 ns
Weekly ns ns 1.7 ns
Heard or seen parents quarelling
Never 1 1 1 1
Daily 3.5 3.3 3.0 4.1
Weekly 2.5 1.6 2.6 2.3
Monthly 1.7 ns 1.7 ns
Dining together with the family
Weekly 1 1 1 1
Monthly ns 1.8 ns ns
Very seldom ns 1.8 ns ns
Parents know with whom spending free-time
Always 1 1 1 1
Sometimes 1.2 ns ns ns
Almost never ns ns 1.4 2.7
Confidentiality towards mother of father
Good 1 1 1 1
Bad 2.0 2.3 2.0 2.5
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differences in the question formulations in
the two surveys. The definition of alcohol
abuse was wider in the Finnish question-
naire than in the Danish, and therefore no
conclusions can be made based on this.
Witnessing violence at home
In addition to being an actual target of
parental violence at home, children may
witness violence against their parents at
home, which may have potential serious
influences on children’s well-being (Edleson
1999). In Tables 6 and 7 the statistics for
adolescents witnessing violence towards
their mother or father at home are presented
according to gender and country. The acts in
the questions were very similar to those
asked in questions concerning the child’s
own actual experiences, and therefore
similar kinds of summed variables have
been made from those individual acts. Both
individual acts and summed variables are
presented in the table.
It is important to notice that the
perpetrator in these violent acts can be
anyone. It is not necessarily violence
between the child’s parents. The perpetra-
tor can also be another child or maybe a
relative. Here the data only report whether
adolescents have seen these acts being
carried out towards their mother or father
during the last 12 months.
Danish adolescents more often report
hearing psychological aggression towards
their mother than Finnish adolescents.
Also, experiences of seeing severe physical
violence against their mothers are more
often reported by Danish adolescents. In
both countries, and once again in Finland
particularly, girls have seen or heard more
psychological aggression or physical vio-
lence towards their mother than boys.
When cross-country comparisons are
made, Danish girls report significantly
more experiences of hearing psychological
aggression towards their mother than
Finnish girls. The occurrences of physical
violence experiences against the mother are
more or less the same between Danish and
Finnish girls. Danish boys also report
hearing more psychological aggression
towards their mothers than Finnish boys,
but Danish boys have also seen more mild
and severe physical violent acts against
their mothers than Finnish boys.
In Table 7 the prevalence of adolescents
witnessing psychological aggression or
physical violence towards their father at
home is presented according to gender and
country. Danish adolescents report more
experiences of hearing psychological
aggression towards their father than Fin-
nish adolescents. Danish adolescents also
report seeing more severe violence against
their father than Finnish adolescents,
whereas Finnish adolescents report seeing
violence against their father significantly
more often than Danish adolescents.
The results and gender differences are
similar in hearing or seeing psychological
aggression or physical violence towards
the father at home as hearing or seeing
psychological aggression or physical vio-
lence towards the mother.
Correlation between being a target of violence
and seeing violence
Previous studies have shown that violence
tends to cluster in families: in families
where parents are violent towards their
children, violence between parents is also
prevalent (Osofsky 2003; Mossige and
Stefansen 2007). Figure 1 presents the
correlations between Finnish and Danish
adolescents’ experiences of physical vio-
lence and witnessing violence. Every fourth
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adolescent in Finland who has witnessed
violence against his/her mother at home
has also experienced violence committed
by his/her mother. Every fifth of those who
have witnessed violence against his/her
father has experienced violence committed
by his/her father. Of those adolescents who
have not witnessed violence against their
mother at home, 5% have experienced
violence perpetrated by their mother, and
4% of those who have not seen violence
against their father have experienced
violence perpetrated by their father. The
association between seeing violence at
home and being a target of violence at
home is, thus, evident in Finnish families.
In Danish families the association is,
however, not so evident. Of those who have
witnessed violence against their mother,
8% have been exposed to maternal
violence compared to 4% among those
who have not witnessed violence against
the mother. Of those who have witnessed
violence against their father, 6% have also
experienced violence perpetrated by the
father compared to 4% of those who have
not witnessed violence against their father.
A significant association between witnes-
sing violence and being exposed to violence
was, thus, found concerning mothers but
not fathers.
The perspective here is somewhat lim-
ited: the associations should also be
examined by mixing the victims and
perpetrators. If a respondent has seen
violence against his/her mother committed
by his/her father, he/she has probably also
experienced violence inflicted by the father,
but not necessarily by the mother. In this
analysis, we did not want to limit the
adolescents’ experiences of seeing violence
against the mother or father purely on
parental violence, because our national
analysis revealed that adolescents see
violence against their mother or father
perpetrated also by many other people than
their spouses, such as other children in the
family (Ellonen and Sariola 2008; Helweg-
Larsen et al. 2009). In this analysis we
wanted to include all experiences of seeing
Figure 1. Adolescents’ experiences of maternal or paternal physical violence according to experiences of
seeing violence towards their mother and father at home (%).
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violence against the mother or father at
home and to analyse the correlation of those
experiences and being a target of parental
violence in general, in order to examine
whether violence in Finnish and Danish
families is a family-level phenomenon to
any extent. The analysis thus suggests that
to some extent physical violence is a family-
level phenomenon in Denmark too, but
most definitely it seems to be a family-level
phenomenon in Finland.
In Figure 2, similar associations are
presented of experiences of psychological
aggression. These associations are pre-
sented separately for boys and girls in
both countries, because earlier analyses
suggested major gender differences in a
cross-country context. Again, the associ-
ation between seeing or hearing violence
against the mother or father and the
respondents’ own experiences of psycho-
logical aggression by the mother or father
is clear, also among Danish adolescents this
time. The major difference presented ear-
lier between Danish and Finnish boys in
experiencing psychological aggression by
the father consists thus of those boys who
have not heard psychological aggression
directed against their father but who have
experienced psychological aggression from
their father.
Discussion
In this article Danish and Finnish adoles-
cents’ experiences of violence at home were
explored and compared with each other.
We found that despite corporal punishment
having been criminalized in Finland since
1984 and in Denmark since 1997, young
people in both countries still experience
physical violence at home. Physical vio-
lence is still used in cases of conflict in the
families, although experiences of psycho-
logical aggression are much more common
in both countries. Eight per cent of Finnish
15–16-year-olds and 6% of Danish
15–16-year-olds had experienced mild
physical violence during the previous
12 months carried out by their mother
and/or father, 38% of psychological
aggression and 2% of severe physical
violence in both countries. There are thus
no major differences between the experi-
Figure 2. Girls’ and boys’ experiences of maternal or paternal physical violence according to experiences
of seeing or hearing psychological violence towards their mother or father at home (%).
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ences of Danish and Finnish adolescents
when girls and boys are considered
together. In addition, compared to previous
studies (Sariola 1990; Helweg-Larsen and
Larsen 2002), the prevalence is lower and
experiences of various severe forms of
violence are rarer in both countries.
In both countries there are, however,
differences between girls and boys in the
prevalence of reported violence experi-
ences, girls reporting more experiences of
psychological aggression and physical
violence than boys. The difference is
especially seen in Finland; Finnish girls
report significantly much more violence
experiences than Finnish boys. The within-
country gender difference is thus signifi-
cantly higher in Finland than in Denmark.
This raises a question concerning whether
the number of experiences really is that
different between Finnish girls and boys, or
whether the differences rely on gender
differences in the perception of specific
behaviour as being violent. Another possi-
bility is that girls may be more willing than
boys to report their experiences in such a
survey. This interpretation is supported
by the findings of a study which compared
police-reported and child victim survey
data in Finland (Kuoppama¨ki et al. 2011).
According to this study, although girls
reported significantly more violent inci-
dents than boys in a victimization survey,
cases against boys were reported to the
police more frequently than cases against
girls. It is thus possible that girls in Finland
are more sensitive at detecting family
violence than boys and, at the same time,
the social environment does not recognize
the violence against girls as easily as
violence against boys. However, these
questions cannot be answered exclusively
by cross-sectional quantitative data and
should thus be investigated more carefully
by qualitative methods.
When comparing Finnish girls with
Danish girls and Finnish boys with Danish
boys, the clearest difference is in boys’
answers about experiencing psychological
aggression by their parents. Danish boys
report much more psychological aggres-
sion by both their mother and father than
Finnish boys. Again, based on this analysis
we cannot be sure that the number of
experiences is actually so different. Related
to gender differences within Finnish ado-
lescents, this result may also reveal that
Finnish culture teaches boys to be more
tolerant of aggressive behaviour both
compared to Finnish girls and to boys
from other countries. Whatever the reason,
these kinds of gender differences are to be
addressed by national policies.
In addition to a person’s own victimiza-
tion experiences, adolescents’ experiences
of hearing or seeing violence against their
mother and father were explored and
compared. According to the analysis,
Danish adolescents more often report
seeing and hearing psychological aggression
as well as severe violence towards their
mothers and fathers. Finnish adolescents,
on the other hand, more often report seeing
mild physical violence towards their
fathers. The Finnish data show a stronger
association between witnessing physical
violence at home and being exposed to
physical violence at home than the Danish
data do. This suggests that physical violence
is more cumulative at the family level in
Finland than in Denmark. This result is also
supported when adolescents’ experiences of
severe physical violence by parents are
analysed; when severe physical violence is
used against adolescents in their homes in
Finland, it is more often done by both
ELLONEN ET AL: ADOLESCENTS’ EXPERIENCES OF PARENTAL VIOLENCE
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parents than in Denmark, where the
perpetrator is more often only one of the
parents. This is another important result to
be taken into account when national
policies are considered.
In a previous Finnish study (Sariola
1990; Sariola and Uutela 1992), a strong
correlation was found between various
socio-economic background factors and
the risk of violence at home, and this result
is in line with many other studies (Stith
et al. 2009). However, in our 2008 data,
‘traditional’ socio-economic factors are no
longer strongly associated with violence
experiences. Violence is more strongly
associated with psycho-social factors in a
family, such as the parents’ social con-
trol/supervision of their adolescents and
parental problems. These associations are
found both in Finland and Denmark.
Compared to the previous study that
found a higher prevalence of family
violence in lower socio-economic groups,
our results suggest that the level of living in
general has risen in the Nordic countries
and that social norms are more equally
distributed; hence, violence is no more a
special problem in families of lower socio-
economic status. Violence is nowadays
more or less occurring in all kinds of
families, and violence seems to be more
closely associated with psycho-social fac-
tors within the family. We can only try to
speculate about the reasons for that. It is
possible that the intensified pace of work-
life, especially in middle-class occupations,
is reflected in family life in a new way that
creates conflicts within families more than
before. For example, Stith et al. (2009)
found in their meta-analysis on the risk
factors of child maltreatments that personal
stress and family conflicts are strong
predictors of maltreatment. Therefore,
psycho-social problems in the family
should be taken into account when pre-
venting violence towards adolescents, e.g.
by strengthening family education pro-
grammes and supporting families at risk.
This comparative analysis of adolescents’
violence experiences at home thus provides
interesting results. On the one hand, there is
the similarity of the Nordic countries,
where in general there are no major
differences in adolescents’ experiences of
violence at home. At the same time our
analysis reveals significant national specific
features concerning family violence, which
should be seen as important themes for
further research. The analysis also showed
that survey data is suitable for cross-country
comparisons and this kind of joint inter-
national frameworks provides valuable
knowledge for crime prevention strategies.
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Appendix 1. Questions of background characteristics in Danish and Finnish surveys and new
categorizations made for analysis
QUESTIONS AND ORIGINAL
ANSWER ALTERNATIVES
NEW CATEGORIZATIONS
FOR ANALYSIS
Are you a girl or a boy?
1 Girl, 2 Boy
Who of the following is living in the same house with you?
1 Father, 2 Mother, 3 Stepfather, 4 Stepmother, 5 Mother’s
boyfriend, 6 Father’s girlfriend, 7 Sisters, 8 Brothers,
9 Stepsisters, 10 Stepbrothers, 11 somebody else
0 Nuclear family,
1 other family structure
Are you born in Finland/Denmark?
1 Yes 2 No
In what country is your father born?
1 He is born in Finland/Denmark, 2 He is born in some
other country, 3 He is born in some other country, which
I don’t know, 4 I don’t know
In what country is your mother born?
1 She is born in Finland/Denmark, 2 She is born in
some other country,
0 Both parents born in
Finland/denmark,
3 She is born in some other country, which I don’t
know, 4 I don’t know
1 At least other parent born abroad
Is your father working at the moment?
1 Yes 2 No
If not, why?
1 He is unemployed, 2 He is in a sick pension, in hospital
or sick, 3 He is on other pension, 4 He is home-dad,
5 He studies, 6 He is dead, 7 Some other situation
Is your mother working at the moment?
1 Yes 2 No
If not, why?
1 She is unemployed, 2 She is in a sick pension, in hospital
or sick, 3 She is on other pension, 4 She is home-dad, 5 She
studies, 6 She is dead, 7 Some other situation
0 other situation,
1 he/she is unemployed
(perpetrator)
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Appendix 1. Continued
QUESTIONS AND ORIGINAL
ANSWER ALTERNATIVES
NEW CATEGORIZATIONS
FOR ANALYSIS
What do you think about your family’s financial situation?
1 Very good, 2 Quite good, 3 Some financial troubles,
4 A lot of financial troubles, 5 I can’t say
0 Good, 1 Not good and not bad,
3 Bad
How often have you seen your parents clearly drunk
In the past 12 months (Finland)
1 Never, 2 Once, 3 Few times, 4 Once a month,
5 Once a week, 6 Several times a week
Have you experienced alcohol abuse in your nuclear
family (Denmark)?
0 Never, 1 Few times per year,
2 Once a month, 3 Weekly
0 No, 1 Yes
0 No, 1 Yes
How often have you heard you parents quarrel
during the past 12 months?
1 Several times a week, 2 Once a week, 3 Once a month,
4 Few times per year, 5 Almost never
How often do you have joint dinner with your parents or
the adults you live with?
1 Every day, 2 Several times a week, 3 Once a week,
4 Once a month, 5 More seldom than once a month
0 Never, 1 Daily, 2 Weekly,
3 Monthly
Does your parents/parent know, who you spend your
free-time with?
1 Always, 2 Sometimes, 3 Seldom or never, 4 I don’t go out
with my friends
0 Always, 1 Only sometimes
How easy it is for you to talk to your mother, father,
stepmother, stepfather etc (separate questions), when you
have troubles or worries?
1 Very easy, 2 Quite easy, 3 Quite difficult, 4 Very difficult, 0 Good, 1 Bad
5 Question is not suitable for me
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